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It was our first date.

Everything went perfectly. She was interesting. 

Funny.

Gorgeous.

Never a lull in conversation.

We sat there for hours, eating and drinking.

After dessert I took her hand in mine, looked her in the eyes, and smiled.

My date took a drink.

I felt a strange tingle in-between our palms.

Suddenly, a second hand formed next to her first, joining the embrace.

Then another.

And another.

I tried to pull away but they kept coming. By now there were dozens of them.

I panicked. I screamed. But there was no escape.

My date leaned in close and coyly bit her lip as a hundred more hands enveloped me.

Soon I was surrounded.

Devoured.

Fingertips touched me all over in darkness.

No hole was safe.

I tensed. I clenched. Every bit of strength fighting against the writing mass.

My date pulled me in closer, massaging me everywhere at once. Her face was in the center of it all, mouth inches from mine.

She told me to relax. It was a whisper. Low. Sensual.

She kissed me lightly. Just a slight brushing of lips.

I paused.

I swooned.

I gave in completely.

It felt nice. Warm. All tension released in seconds. Soon I was lost in her eyes once again.

The check came at the moment of climax. The waiter recoiled in horror. The entire restaurant was staring.

My date finally released me and smiled in embarrassment.

I looked her up and down as I finished my drink.

I asked if she was free on Tuesday.
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A man doesn’t often see the Devil in the flesh, at least, the flesh the Devil assumes while appearing in the Earth. I’d suspected, when still a child, that he actively walked among human societies, though covertly—while in disguise, as the old men used to say, so people wouldn’t recognize a fallen angel in the course of their lives. Those old men were wrong, just as I was wrong; now that I, myself, am an old man, I can tell you truthfully that the Devil, being a supernatural agent, can do whatever he damn well pleases in the Earth. We are, honestly speaking, only his audience—and whether or not we enjoy his performance plays no part in the spectacle.

The storm that night seemed preternatural. But preternatural storms are common in the panhandle of Texas, just as they are in adjacent Oklahoma. The winds stir up into gales, the lightning streaks the sky like the fiery veins in an alcoholic’s eyes, the thunder vibrates your bones as if you were inside God’s own copper bell at the sounding of the Second Coming—and the rain falls with enough force for each drop to bore straight through to the core of the planet. When a storm of such magnitude begins to light up the heavens, it’s best to find yourself at home sitting next to a battery-powered radio with a powerful flashlight in your hand, because, inevitably, all the electricity in the region will fail and you’ll once again be reminded of the vast indifferent power of the natural world as it threatens to bring down the vulnerable technologies of humanity.

Unfortunately, when the storm rose up (so suddenly that no one could call its manifestation anything other than preternatural), I was sitting at a table in Carolyn’s—formally, Emil’s—talking quietly with Jordan Noah and Anson Merrill, who were not only my childhood companions, but also my adolescent knockabouts, adult rivals, mature associates, and, finally, old friends. We were the only customers in Carolyn’s that night, and the only people, save for Jolene Hawkins, the girl Carolyn had hired to take orders, and Carolyn herself, who was busying herself in the kitchen despite the fact that the only item off the menu the three of us had ordered was the coffee. Most of the restaurant’s usual customers, no doubt, were wisely waiting out the storm, or dining on the perishable foods from their refrigerators before the local power stations gave up the ghost.

Jolene, blonde hair tied in a knot, her eyes hooded like her mother’s (who we all knew as Sad Mary), sat at another table staring at her hands. She’d called her boyfriend to come pick her up, since Carolyn had taken one glance from the front window of the restaurant, sighed, and announced she’d be closing up early that night. Jolene’s boyfriend, Jeremy Addison, Kevin Addison’s less-than-responsible son (all my sympathies to Kevin, who had enough problems to deal with without Jeremy hoarding speeding tickets and corrupting Sad Mary’s daughter), had told her he’d drive by as quickly as he could manage, which, judging by his past dedication to giving his beloved a ride home, wouldn’t be for a while. Now the poor girl, by the expression on her face, sat worrying about whether or not her ‘fiancé’ would safely make it through the storm, when in all probability he still sat swilling beer at Corey’s Bar and Grill with his adolescent knockabouts.

Jackson Noah, his gloomy eyes staring at us from his dark face, spoke on about the economy, and that in the coming election he’d most likely vote his protest by selecting a libertarian or socialist just to let the two-party system in Washington know that the little man still held all the power. His intimidating presence, very intimidating when he was a much younger man, felt less impressive now that he wore a thick white beard which made him the perfect Santa Claus during the Christmas season; after all, who could feel intimidated by a man who wore a bright red suit and bells on his shoes during the holidays? Now he placed the stem of a Briar wood pipe in his teeth—never to be lit within the restaurant walls on pain of him being banned from Carolyn’s for smoking—and sat back to listen to the two of us protest his political folly.

Anson Merrill had just opened his mouth to offer his opinion on the matter when a peal of thunder like a dying volcano shook the walls of the building so violently that the ceramic cups on our table rattled on their saucers; his gaping expression, accentuated by his spectrally thin face, mirrored everyone’s reaction to such a violent strike. I muttered a small prayer for whoever might find themselves on the wrong side of its violence—then the front door of the restaurant swept open and the Devil walked in out of the rain.

I suppose it’s inaccurate to call someone ‘the Devil’ before he’s announced himself; after all, at first he seemed only the figure of a man stepping inside from the worst of a brutal thunderstorm, rain dripping from his long coat and wide-brimmed hat, his broad face and fine cheekbones thrown into shadow by the inadequate lamplight. He stood a moment by the door after he’d closed it, impressively tall and muscular, stamping the water from his boots on the doormat under him, grinning. That grin represented the first sign of the demonic I noticed when I stared into his face—such beautifully white and perfect teeth were either the result of a masterful orthodontist, or unnatural genetics, and held a black humor proclaiming a disdain for everything sacred. This impression wasn’t merely my imagination painting pictures; when I studied his eyes, large and so piercingly green they appeared artificial, an involuntary shudder fell on my shoulders, leaving me feeling as if I’d just stared into perdition.

Now the man shrugged his glistening long coat from his shoulders and racked it on the hickory coat tree by the door, then gently removed his hat—western gambler style—and placed it on the hook above his coat. Then he grinned again as he slowly turned his head toward Jolene where she sat, and then to the three of us old men, staring as if he were a carnie assessing the marks in a carnival midway. His grin broadened into a huge smile.

“That’s one hell of a storm,” he said, in the way of introducing himself.

I’ve heard individuals possessing beautiful voices speak before, professional speakers, singers, and even ordinary folk gifted by God with striking voices, but I’d never heard a voice like his; its timbre rang so purely that I swear our cups vibrated on their saucers again, each word precisely enunciated, as if struck from a musical instrument instead of produced by vocal cords. No human being ever spoke in such pure tones.

He ran a large, white hand through a luxurious head of coal-black hair, a hand as veined and perfect as the hands on Michelangelo’s David, before stepping toward one of the vacant tables between young Jolene and the three of us old fellows and taking a seat. He first stared at us where we sat, nodded cordially, then turned to nod toward the girl, his smile effervescent.

“I’m glad I managed to arrive before closing,” the man said, more to the girl than to anyone else, though the rest of us were listening—closely. “The weather’s made traveling rather formidable. I’d hate to have come so far for nothing.”

Jolene had been watching him the entire time, of course. The man’s face, handsome and alluring, seemed too attractive to ignore, even for a jaded old man like me. But the attraction I felt, and perhaps identically felt by Jolene, wasn’t genetic attraction, but a fascination for someone so beautiful as to be hypnotic. Still, I couldn’t speak for her mind, or precise feelings, but her facial expression—no longer reflecting her mother’s melancholy—clearly lit with interest, sensual or otherwise.

Finally, she rose from her chair, gathered her notepad and pencil from the pocket of her apron, then cautiously approached the man where he sat, her lips slightly parted, her eyes wide and focused.

Their eyes met, and for a long, uncomfortable moment neither said a word, as if an unspoken communication were passing between the two. And then Jolene appeared to waken from her trance and she shook her head.

“I’m sorry,” she said, hesitantly. “But I believe Mrs. Metz is closing the kitchen. No one’s come in all evening, and the storm—”

“The storm be damned,” the man said, though pleasantly. “I’ve come a very long way to dine at this restaurant. I’m sure Mrs. Metz wouldn’t turn me away—not on a night like tonight.”

The man smiled again; I believe that smile could convince a narcissist with one kidney and half a lung to sign a donor card.

The girl smiled uncertainly before saying, “I’ll go back to the kitchen and ask her. I’ll let you know.”

Then Jolene, still staring intently into the man’s eyes, finally broke her gaze, turned away and walked toward the door leading to the kitchen.

“If it’s not too much trouble, dear,” the man said after her, “I’d love a cup of hot, black coffee. The hotter the better.”

After the girl vanished into Carolyn’s domain (no unauthorized people were ever allowed to trespass her kitchen on pain of becoming the next day’s entree), the man turned to glance at the three of us remaining in the dining room, his lips now pressed together, but his green eyes still glowing eerily. I turned briefly to stare into the faces of my companions, each face reflecting the same disquiet I felt in my gut, before regarding the man again.

“How are you gentlemen doing this evening?” he said suddenly, his voice a deep, resonating series of woodwind notes. “Enduring the storm well enough?”

I managed to nod, and then I heard Noah’s gravelly voice croak out weakly, “Good enough,” from behind me. If Anson Merrill said anything, he’d only succeeded in whispering into his shirt collar. I became aware of my right hand reaching for my coffee cup, glanced down at it as if it were acting on its own initiative, then placed my hand flat on the table. In the moment, I knew my reactions, and perhaps the reactions of everyone else in the restaurant, were irrational and silly. After all, wasn’t he just an ordinary man? Only his sudden emergence from the storm had set our nerves on edge, nothing more. Then he spoke again—

“She’s a lovely girl, don’t you think?” He smiled again, radiantly. “I think it’s a shame that a man has to travel so far into the country—the rural lands, if you’ll forgive me—just to encounter an innocent face, don’t you? The cities are so full of corrupting influences. But out in the great western towns and cities of Texas—” he swept his arm over the table like a magician enticing an audience— “you’ll find good down-to-earth folk unconcerned by the intrigues of cultural sophistication, which are only excuses to engage in unwholesome pursuits.”

He waited a moment, perhaps to see if one of us might respond to his observation; perhaps if he’d known about Jolene’s trips into Lubbock with Jeremy Addison, on secret excursions to party with the college crowd from Tech, which Jeremy could never keep a secret after his third bottle of beer, he wouldn’t have spoken so blithely on purity and innocence in country places. When no one so much as grunted a reply, though, he continued speaking.

“I’ve heard of Carolyn’s, of course,” he said, briefly staring down at his hands before looking toward our table again. “I speak to many people in my line of work, and they tell me about all the best places to dine, especially in the far corners of the country. When I heard of this place, I knew I had to find the time to visit. My schedule is so damned busy these days, but the occasion finally came when I’d be traveling through this part of Texas—and here I am. The storm be damned, as I said before. How often does someone have the opportunity to eat at the restaurant with the best chicken fried steak in the world?”

Regardless of where he’d heard of the house specialty, he’d spoken truly; people stopped into the restaurant all the time from Amarillo and Lubbock, every small town in the panhandle of Texas, and even Oklahoma and New Mexico to try the chicken fried steak, which was, in a word, extraordinary. A person might wonder if a single version of a breaded pan-fried cutlet drowning in gravy (white gravy only, no yellow gravy in Carolyn’s) could outshine all the rest, but Carolyn’s chicken fried steak, I believe, was as close as anyone would ever come to serving Texas manna for dinner
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